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The Essay Film:
Problems, Definitions,
Textual Commitments

Laura Rascaroli

The label “essay film” is encountered with ever-increasing frequency in both
film reviews and scholarly writings on the cinema, owing to the recent prolif-
eration of unorthodox, personal, reflexive “new” documentaries. In an article
dedicated to the phenomenon that he defines as the “recent onslaught of
essay films,” Paul Arthur proposes: “Galvanized by the intersection of per-
sonal, subjective and social history, the essay has emerged as the leading non-
fiction form for both intellectual and artistic innovation.”! Although widely
used, the category is under-theorized, even more so than other forms of non-
fiction. In spite of the necessary brevity of this contribution, by tracing the
birth of the essay in both film theory and film history, and by examining and
evaluating existing definitions, a theory of the essay film can be shaped, some
order in its intricate field made, and some light shed on this erratic but fasci-
nating and ever more relevant cinematic form.

Most of the existing scholarly contributions acknowledge that the defini-
tion of essay film is problematic, and suggest it is a hybrid form that crosses
boundaries and rests somewhere in between fiction and nonfiction cinema.
According to Giannetti, for instance, “an essay is neither fiction nor fact, but a
personal investigation involving both the passion and intellect of the
author.”? Arthur’s framing of such in-betweenness is particularly instructive:
“one way to think about the essay film is as a meeting ground for documen-
tary, avant-garde, and art film impulses.”® Nora Alter insists that the essay
film is “not a genre, as it strives to be beyond formal, conceptual, and social
constraint. Like ‘heresy’ in the Adornean literary essay, the essay film disre-
spects traditional boundaries, is transgressive both structurally and conceptu-
ally, it is self-reflective and self-reflexive.”
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The Essay Film

Transgression is a characteristic that the essay film shares with the literary
essay, which is also often described as a protean form. The two foremost theo-
rists of the essay are, as is well known, Theodor Adorno and Georg Lukacs;
both describe it as indeterminate, open, and, ultimately, indefinable. Accord-
ing to Adorno, “the essay’s innermost formal law is heresy”’; for Lukacs, the
essay must manufacture the conditions of its own existence: “the essay has to
create from within itself all the preconditions for the effectiveness and solidity
of its vision.”0 Other theorists and essayists make similar claims: for Jean
Starobinski, the essay “does not obey any rules”’; for Aldous Huxley, it “is a lit-
erary device for saying almost everything about almost anything”®; for Snyder,
it is a “nongenre.” As these examples indicate, many existing definitions of
both literary and filmic essays are simultaneously vague and sweeping. Indeed,
elusiveness and inclusiveness seem to become the only characterizing features
of the essayistic; as Renov observes: “the essay form, notable for its tendency
towards complication (digression, fragmentation, repetition, and dispersion)
rather than composition, has, in its four-hundred-years history, continued to
resist the efforts of literary taxonomists, confounding the laws of genre and clas-
sification, challenging the very notion of text and textual economy.”!

As José Moure argued, the fact that we resort to a literary term such as
“essay” points to the difficulty that we experience when attempting to catego-
rize certain, unclassifiable films.!! This observation flags the risk that we
accept the current state of under-theorization of the form, and use the term
indiscriminately, in order to classify films that escape other labeling, as the
following remark appears to endorse: “The essayistic quality becomes the
only possibility to designate the cinema that resists against commercial pro-
ductions.”* The temptation of assigning the label of essay film to all that is
non-commercial or experimental or unclassifiable must, however, be resis-
ted, or else the term will cease being epistemologically useful, and we will
end up equating very diverse films, as sometimes happens in the critical liter-
ature—for instance, works such as Sans Soleil/Sunless (Chris Marker, FR, 1983)
and Fahrenheit 9/11 (Michael Moore, US, 2004), which have very little in
common aside the extensive voice-over and the fact that they both present
problems of classification.

Of all the features that are most frequently identified in the essay form,
both literary and filmic, two stand out as specific, essential, and characteriz-
ing: reflectivity and subjectivity. Jean-Luc Godard, for instance, who is widely
considered to be an essayistic director, in Histoire(s) du cinéma (FR, 1997-98)
suggested that the cinema is a “form that thinks and thought that forms”; else-
where, he defined himself as an essayist, and specified: “As a critic, I thought
of myself as a film-maker. Today I still think of myself as a critic [. . .] Instead
of writing criticism, I make a film, but the critical dimension is subsumed.”’
In both quotes, Godard stresses the importance of the reflective component
of the essay form. If we follow Huxley, this critical component may take or, in
the best cases, may combine, three main poles: “Essays belong to a literary
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species whose extreme variability can be studied most effectively within a
three-poled frame of reference. There is the pole of the personal and the auto-
biographical; there is the pole of the objective, the factual, the concrete-
particular; and there is the pole of the abstract-universal.”** The critical
stance, which for Huxley can address different spheres, is a key component of
all essayistic forms. Indeed, the most important stamp that Montaigne left on
the genre, and that derives from classical philosophical traditions, consists in
the skeptical evaluation (from the Latin word exagium—meaning weight, test,
trial) of the subject matter, which self-reflexively includes the evaluation of
the author’s same conclusions. The essay contains and incorporates in the
text the act itself of reasoning; as Good writes, “The essay aims, in other
words, to preserve something of the process of thinking”®>~which is also why
Adorno can claim that “In the essay, concepts do not build a continuum of
operation, thought does not advance in a single direction, rather the aspects
of the argument interweave as in a carpet.”!0 In what ways, however, does an
artistic essay differ from other forms containing a similar critical engagement,
such as an academic essay, or journalistic reportage?

Most if not all accounts of the essayistic also place emphasis on its per-
sonal, almost autobiographical nature. Subjectivity is so important to the
essay that Montaigne’s motto was, famously, “I am myself the matter of my
book”; he wrote not in order to “pretend to discover things, but to lay open
my self.”” As Lukacs put it, “the essayist must now become conscious of his
own self, must find himself and build something of himself.”!® However, the
essay film produces a particular articulation of subjectivity; the mere pres-
ence of a strong subject does not make an essay film. We can safely argue that
Federico Fellini’s films, for instance, were always highly subjective as well as
deeply autobiographical; yet, this does not make them all essays—even
though the author is at times listed among essayist filmmakers. Furthermore,
it could be argued that many documentaries display the source of the act of
communication, hence foregrounding their subjectivity; however, as Renov
reminded us, invoking Bill Nichols’s words, “standard tropes of subjective
editing familiar from fiction films become, in the realm of documentary, the
foundation for ‘a social subjectivity [. . .] dissociated from any single individ-
ual character.” Here our identification is with the audience as a collectivity
rather than with an individual behind the camera.”! In what ways does the
subjectivity of the essay film differ from that of other subjective forms, be
they fictional or documentary?

An examination of the textual commitments of the essay film, of its deep
structures, as well as of the modality of reading that it produces, can help to
clarify matters. It is first of all opportune to understand when and where the
concept of a filmic essay emerges in film theory, as well as in the practice of
filmmaking. The idea of the possibility of expressing subjectivity through film
can, in truth, be traced back to the very origins of film theory—in particular,
some of the French pioneers influenced by poetic Impressionism, such as
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Canudo, Delluc, and Epstein, urged directors to express their inner self and
their personal dreams in their films. However, it is in the late 1940s that the
reflection on cinematic subjectivity clearly emerges in European film theory,
preparing for the formulation of the Nouvelle Vague’s auteur theory of the
second half of the 1950s. It is within this context that the theory of an essayis-
tic use of the camera first emerges.

A Certain Tendency: The Emergence of the Essay
in Film Theory and Film Practice

Guy Fihman believes that the first reference to the term “essay” in a cinemato-
graphic context occurs in Eisenstein’s notes on his own work, and in particular
in an entry of 13 October 1927 dedicated to his project of making a film of 7he
Capital. “ October presents a new form of cinematographic work—a collection of
‘Essays on the series of themes that form October.”?* In 1948, in the context of
his key reflection on the cinema’s ability to express ideas, Astruc had already
mentioned Eisenstein’s project of illustrating Marx’s Capital, but did not regard
it as an example of the new type of cinema he announced.?! No&l Burch, writ-
ing on the essay film in 1961, also mentioned another early, unrealized project,
Jacques Feyder’s idea of a film based on Montaigne’s essays.??

The first contribution explicitly devoted to the essay film is probably
Hans Richter’s “Der Filmessay, Eine neue Form des Dokumentarfilms,”
which was published on 24 April 1940 in Nationalzeitung.?® In his article,
Richter (himself often listed as an author of essay films) announces a new type
of intellectual but also emotional cinema, able to provide “images for mental
notions” and to “portray a concept.” Its relationship with documentary cin-
ema is explored: “In this effort to give body to the invisible world of imagina-
tion, thought and ideas, the essay film can employ an incomparably greater
reservoir of expressive means than can the pure documentary film. Freed
from recording external phenomena in simple sequence the film essay must
collect its material from everywhere; its space and time must be conditioned
only by the need to explain and show the idea.”?* Nora Alter comments:

Unlike the documentary film, which presents facts and information, the essay
film produces complex thought that at times is not grounded in reality but can
be contradictory, irrational, and fantastic. This new type of film, according to
Richter, no longer binds the filmmaker to the rules and parameters of the tra-
ditional documentary practice, such as chronological sequencing or the depic-
tion of external phenomena. Rather, it gives free reign to the imagination, with
all its artistic potentiality. The term essay is used because it signifies a composi-
tion that is in between categories and as such is transgressive, digressive, play-
ful, contradictory, and political 2>

The transgressive quality that the essay film inherits from the literary essay,
its derivation from but also betrayal of the documentary, and its ability to be a

27



Framework: The Journal of Cinema & Media 49.2

meeting point between intellect and emotion are already identified by this
first contribution.

By far the most important of the early contributions, for the impact it had
on both the emergent critical category of the essay film and for author theory,
is “Naissance d’une nouvelle avant-garde: la caméra-stylo,” the legendary
article by Alexandre Astruc first published in L’Ecran Frangais on 30 March
1948, and translated into English with the title of “The Birth of a New Avant-
Garde: La Caméra-Stylo.”?% Astruc records a new “tendency,” the first signs
of a new type of cinema, equally distant from the conventionality of classical
fiction film (which he compares to filmed theatre) and from the avant-garde
of Surrealism (which he does not consider to be truly cinematic), from the
visual experiments of Soviet montage and from the silent cinema, with its
static quality. For Astruc, who looks at Renoir, Welles, and Bresson as good
approximations of what he has in mind, the new cinema will be able to
express thought in a supple, subtle, and efficient manner, in the same way as
literature does. This possibility, Astruc argues, has been brought about by
technological developments, which will impinge on the distribution market:
up to now films could only be shown in large auditoriums, hence production
was limited to entertainment products. “But with the development of 16mm
and television, the day is not far off when everyone will possess a projector,
will go to the local bookstore and hire films written on any subject, of any
form, from literary criticism and novels to mathematics, history and general
science.”? Astruc, hence, is not announcing the birth of the essay film, but of
an authorial cinema that is able to produce a variety of linguistic and discour-
sive registers, including the essayistic one, and that applies itself to a range of
topics and disciplines, precisely as books do. This is possible because cinema
is “gradually becoming a language”:

By language I mean a form in which and by which an artist can express his
thoughts, however abstract they may be, or translate his obsessions exactly as
he does in the contemporary essay or novel. That is why I would like to call this
new age of the cinema the age of caméra-stylo (camera-pen). This metaphor has
a very precise sense. By it I mean that the cinema will gradually break free from
the tyranny of what is visual, from the image for its own sake, from the imme-
diate and concrete demands of the narrative, to become a means of writing just
as flexible and subtle as written language.??

In order for this to fully happen, the role of the scriptwriter and that of the
filmmaker must merge: “Direction is no longer a means of illustrating or pre-
senting a scene, but a true act of writing. The film-maker/author writes with
his camera as a writer writes with his pen.”?” There is, of course, some affinity
between this article and Frangois Truffaut’s “Une Certain Tendance du
Cinéma Francais,” his 1954 manifesto of la politique des auteurs first published
in the Cahiers du cinéma, not only because of the directors taken as examples
of the new “tendency” (Truffaut includes Renoir, Bresson, Cocteau, Becker,
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Tati, Ophuls, Leenhardt, and Gance), but also because both manifestos intro-
duce a concept of cinematic auteurism borrowed from literature.?’

The first article that analyzed an actual film by comparing it to an essay
is, probably, André Bazin’s review of Chris Marker’s Lettre de Siberie/Letter
from Siberia (FR, 1957), first published in 1958 in France-Observateur.’!
Remarking that Lettre de Sibérie resembles “nothing that we have ever seen
before in films with a documentary basis,”3? Bazin calls Marker’s “an essay
documented by film,” hence highlighting the prominence of the written text
over the images. He elucidates:

The important word is “essay,” understood in the same sense that it has in lit-
erature—an essay at once historical and political, written by a poet as well. Gen-
erally, even in politically engaged documentaries or those with a specific point
to make, the image (which is to say, the uniquely cinematic element) effectively
constitutes the primary material of the film. The orientation of the work is
expressed through the choices made by the filmmaker in the montage, with the
commentary completing the organization of the sense thus conferred on the
document. With Marker it works quite differently. I would say that the primary
material is intelligence, that its immediate means of expression is language, and
that the image only intervenes in the third position, in reference to this verbal
intelligence.?

Although placing much importance on the written text, Bazin goes beyond
literature and looks at the relationship between text and image, and between
shots:

Marker brings to his films an absolutely new notion of montage that I will call
“horizontal,” as opposed to traditional montage that plays with the sense of
duration through the relationship of shot to shot. Here, a given image doesn’t
refer to the one that preceded it or the one that will follow, but rather it refers
laterally, in some way, to what is said.?*

This lateral or horizontal montage (which recalls Adorno’s already men-
tioned idea of the carpet, in which “thought does not advance in a single
direction,” and in which “the aspects of the argument interweave”), allows
the beauty and intelligence of words to transfer also to the visual component:
“The montage has been forged from ear to eye.”®® Bazin here analyzes a spe-
cific film, and does not propose Marker as a case study of a more ample phe-
nomenon; however, if his comments may be referred to essayistic cinema in
general, Bazin’s conception is that of a cinema of the word, which cannot do
without a poetic, intelligent, written text read by a voice-over. Similarly to
Richter, Bazin places emphasis on the meeting between “beauty and intelli-
gence,” and on the freedom of the essayist filmmaker, who may use “all filmic
material that might help the case—including still images (engravings and pho-
tos), of course, but also animated cartoons.”36

It is not accidental that, after Richter’s 1940 initial announcement, the
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two texts that signal the oncoming of the essay film, the first as a prediction,
the second as a remark, are both French and linked, although separated by a
ten-year interval, to the Nouvelle Vague and the establishment of the politique
des auteurs. It is indeed in this context that the essay film truly emerges as a
cinematic form, although critics have labeled as essays a number of earlier
films, even from different geographical areas (for instance, those of the
already quoted Hans Richter). However, most contributions on the cinematic
essay rightly include among the early examples films by French directors
Chris Marker, Alain Resnais, and Agnes Varda (the Rive Gauche auteurs),
and by one of the leading figures of the Nouvelle Vague’s other “rive,” Jean-
Luc Godard. This may be explained by historical circumstances. Pierre Sor-
lin recalls how already a 1940 law of the Vichy government boosted the
production of nonfiction in France, with an increase from 400 documentaries
made during the German occupation to 4,000 made between 1945 and
1955.%7 Catherine Lupton observes that France experienced a decade in
which short filmmaking flourished after the introduction in 1955 of a new sys-
tem of grants which, together with the work of such sympathetic producers as
Anatole Dauman (Argos Films) and Pierre Braunberger (Les Films de la Pléi-
ade), favored the debuts of many young directors in a situation of increased
creative freedom.?® Bazin himself, in his above-mentioned piece on Marker,
stressed how short filmmaking was at the time “the liveliest fringe of French
cinema.”® French short filmmaking historically developed a close associa-
tion with the personal documentary, either as a result of the influence of
poetic Impressionism and Naturalism, as in the case of Alberto Cavalcanti’s
Rien que les heures/Nothing but the Hours (FR, 1926) and Jean Vigo’s A propos de
Nice/On Nice (FR, 1930), or of Surrealism, as in Bufiuel’s Las Hurdes/Land
without Bread (SP, 1932), and Painlevé’s L'Hippocampe/The Sea Horse (FR,
1932). As Lupton argues, the new postwar poetic documentaries, including
works by Resnais and Franju, were made in a climate in which, thanks to the
Surrealist (and, one should add, Impressionistic) antecedents, the boundaries
between documentary and fiction (as well as art film) were fluid, and the film-
maker’s personal style in the approach to reality was valued, in contrast to
other established documentary practices, and especially those linked to Gri-
erson’s legacy: “In France, documentary flourished within a continuum of
short film production, and came to be regarded at its best as a mode of per-
sonal reflection on the world, more closely aligned to the authored literary
essay than the social or legal document.”*?

This first-person essayistic documentary production developed along-
side, on the one hand, cinéma vérité¢s experiments such as Chronique d’un
été/Chronicle of a Summer (FR, 1961) in which the authors filmed themselves as
sources of the act of communication and inscribed the self-reflective process
into the documentary; and, on the other hand, the new first-person and auto-
biographical fiction cinema of the Parisian Nouvelle Vague of the late 1950s
and 1960s, with its theorization of the personal “cinema of authors.” The
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essay provided filmmakers a supple form of cinewriting, able to tackle topics
and experiences of various types. Often, it offered a channel to express a
committed and political vision of the world, as in the tradition initiated, in
particular, by Godard, Resnais, Marker, and by Pier Paolo Pasolini in Italy. It
is not surprising, then, that in their famous manifesto Fernando Solanas and
Octavio Getino mentioned the essay film as one of the privileged filmic lan-
guages for the development of a Third Cinema.*!

Solanas and Getino’s manifesto was first published in 1969, a date by
which the term “essay film” had truly become accepted. The same year, in
fact, saw the publication of Noél Burch’s Theory of Film Practice. In a chapter
on “Nonfictional Subjects,” Burch discusses the essay film as a type of docu-
mentary that he sees as particularly current and relevant. For Burch, the first
examples of essay films are George Franju’s Le Sang des bétes/Blood of the Beasts
(FR, 1949) and Hotel des Invalides (FR, 1952),*> which differ from the “old-
style documentary” because they do not take a “passive subject” but an
“active theme”: “[Franju’s| subject is, in and of itself, a development or rather,
an interpretation, of this theme, and it thereby becomes ‘active.””* Franju’s
films propose not an objective rendering of reality, but conflicts of ideas; they
are meditations, reflections on nonfictional subjects that “set forth thesis and
antithesis through the very texture of the film.”** These films also represent
for Burch “the first use in the documentary film of a formal approach that pre-
viously had been exclusively employed in the fiction film.”*® The essay film,
indeed, is a “dialectics of fiction and nonfiction”;* it is “a cinema of pure
reflection, where the subject becomes the basis of an intellectual construct,
which in turn is capable of engendering the over-all form and even the tex-
ture of a film without being denatured or distorted.”” The accent for Burch
is, therefore, on reflexivity, on form, and on aesthetic attitude.

Definitions

While some critics and film reviewers today use the expressions “film essay”
and “essay film” in an ostensibly unproblematic manner to label an array of
very diverse works of either nonfiction or in-between fiction and nonfiction,
some scholarly contributions have attempted to define the field. I will review
below, in chronological order of publication, four such contributions which,
although brief, are particularly relevant and coherent, and present and sum-
marize arguments that also recur in other works.*8

In an article titled “In Search of the Centaur,”*’ Phillip Lopate begins by
claiming that we must distinguish between a “reflective, self-conscious style”
and a truly essayistic one. Lopate identifies the essay with the literary tradition
that starts with Cicero and Seneca and crystallizes with Montaigne and Bacon.
He tries to define the essay film’s principal characteristics as follows: “An essay
film must have words, in the form of a text, either spoken, subtitled, or interti-
tled”; “The text must represent a single voice”; “The text must represent and
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attempt to work out some reasoned line of discourse on a problem”; “The text
must impart more than information; it must have a strong, personal point of
view”; “The text’s language should be as eloquent, well written and interesting
as possible.”? All these features derive from a comparison with the literary
essay; the emphasis is firmly placed on the verbal component rather than on
the visuals. Indeed, Lopate admits that he “cannot accept an utterly pure,
silent flow of images as constituting essayistic discourse.”! For the critic, an
early example of essay is Resnais’s Nuit et brouillard/Night and Fog (FR, 1955),
with its “self-interrogatory voice, like a true essayist’s, dubious, ironical, wheel-
ing and searching for the heart of the subject matter”;>? Resnais’s tracking
shots form a “visual analogue” of the voice’s searching. Lopate also discusses a
number of other filmmakers and films; his focus is always on the authorial
voice and the verbal text, but also on several other questions, including the use
of interviews and collage and the contrast between the subjectivity of the
voice-over and the predominant objectivity of the camera. While not listing it
among the form’s main characteristics, Lopate makes a passing allusion to a
feature that, in my opinion, is of key importance for a definition of the essay
film; as in the written essay “Readers must feel included in a true conversation,
allowed to follow through mental processes of contradiction and digres-
sion,”? the spectators of the essay film must be “forced to acknowledge a con-
versation” with the filmmaker.>* This happens, for Lopate, through the direct
address.

In a brief contribution to be found in a volume dedicated to the relation-
ship between film and literature, Timothy Corrigan acknowledges that the
essay film, while it can be traced in a documentary practice that extends as far
back as the Lumiére Brothers, emerges more distinctively in postwar Euro-
pean cinema, and especially in France. Corrigan argues for some dominant
characteristics of the essay film:

(1) a usually—but not necessarily—short documentary subject, (2) the lack of a
dominant narrative organization (although narrative may provide one of sev-
eral patterns in the film), and (3) the interaction of a personal voice or vision,
sometimes in the form of a voice-over. In the essay film, the interaction of that
subjective perspective and the reality before it becomes a testing or questioning
of both, and the structure of the film, like the literary essay, follows the unde-
termined movement of that dialogue.>

Again, emphasis is on a personal authorial vision, although the centrality
of a text read by a voice-over is less prescriptive than in Lopate. Corrigan had
already written of the essay film in a 1995 article, in which he charted the
evolution of the essay and its relationship to experience, “in its multiple dis-
cursive senses: experience represented in the essay, the experience of repre-
senting a subject writing the essay, and the experience of a public receiving
that essay.”>¢
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In his volume on the subject of the documentary, which collects a num-
ber of essays published by the author over the years, Michael Renov touches
on the question of the essayistic a number of times. Drawing on that tradition
of essay writing, and reflection on the essay, that includes names such as
Montaigne, Lukacs, and Barthes, Renov focuses on the question of the bor-
derline status of the essay film, and suggests that its subjectivity is not in con-
trast with its inquisitive attitude, but is, indeed, its marker: “Descriptive and
reflexive modalities are coupled; the representation of the historical real is
consciously filtered through the flux of subjectivity.””” For Renov, the essay
film (seen, in particular, through the example of Mekas’s Lost, Lost, Lost, US,
1976) can encompass all the functions that documentaries have displayed
since their origin (although at times over- or underfavoring one or more of
them): to record, reveal and preserve; to persuade or promote; to express;
and to analyze or interrogate.’® In other words, Renov restores to the docu-
mentary, of which the essay film is an ever more vital component, all those
abilities and inclinations that for a long time have not been seen as part of its
dominion, in this siding with Stella Bruzzi, who also reminds us that “it is the
function of a documentary to provide structure and meaning.”” Renov sug-
gests that “there is no contradiction between the elemental documentary
impulse, the will to preservation, and the exploration of subjectivity; indeed,
itis their obsessive convergence that marks the essayistic work.”®" For Renov,
indeed, subjectivity and reflexivity are the staples of the essay film:

While all documentary films retain an interest in some portion of the world out
there—recording, and less frequently interrogating, at times with the intent to
persuade and with varying degrees of attention to formal issues—the essayist’s
gaze is drawn inward with equal intensity. That inward gaze accounts for the
digressive and fragmentary character of the essayistic, as André Tournon’s
assessment of Montaigne’s Essays suggests: “Thought can abandon its theme at
any time to examine its own workings, question its acquired knowledge or
exploit its incidental potentialities.”®!

According to Paul Arthur, in his already quoted article on the essay film, the
elusiveness of the genre defeats attempts of categorization, so much so that con-
tributions such as those by Lopate and Renov “are inconclusive and tend to
diverge on issues such as the necessity of spoken narration or irony versus sin-
cerity.”? Arthur also attempts to define the form, and observes that film essays

fracture epistemological unities of time and place associated with documentary
practices from John Grierson and Thirties New Deal tracts through Sixties
vérité. The binding aspect of personal commentary is typically constituted by
voiceover narration enhanced by musical selections, editorial as well as factual
intertitles, and is often reinforced by compositional devices. When spoken nar-
ration is either subdued or absent, other traces of authorial presence may
replace direct speech.%?
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Interpellation through the gaze: Sans Soleil

Arthur also attracts attention to the use of found footage and collage, which
produces juxtaposition between the past tense of archival images and the
present tense of the commentary, and in which the emphasis is on inquiry
rather than on nostalgia, as it is, instead, in pastiche. In terms of the question
of authority, for Arthur essay films “confound the perception of untroubled
authority or comprehensive knowledge that a singular mode of address proj-
ects onto a topic”;%* however, he also recognizes that “Argument must pro-
ceed from one person’s set of assumptions, a particular framework of
consciousness, rather than from a transparent, collective ‘We.””%> Because of
their emphasis on the first person, essays are for Arthur very apt to express
oppositional positions, and are indeed often used by women directors and
artists of color.5

Theorizing the Essay: Heresy, Form, and Textual Commitments

All these attempts at defining the essay film are productive in that they iden-
tify a number of characteristics that are undoubtedly relevant; and, princi-
pally, the two primary markers of the form-reflectivity and subjectivity.
However, they also diverge in some substantial ways, perhaps due to that
“heretic” factor that characterizes the literary essay first and, consequently, its
cinematic versions. While the heretic aspect of the essay should be respected,
and an over-theorization of the form avoided, it is important to understand
why certain films produce in the spectator the impression of watching an
essay, as opposite to a documentary, or a fiction, or a poem, or a travelogue.
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At the level of textual commitments (which can be summarized as fol-
lows: “I am going to share with you my personal musing about this”), an essay
is the expression of a personal, critical reflection on a problem or set of prob-
lems. Such reflection does not propose itself as anonymous or collective, but
as originating from a single authorial voice; as Arthur writes, “a quality shared
by all film essays is the inscription of a blatant, self-searching authorial pres-
ence.”% This authorial “voice”%® approaches the subject matter not in order to
present a factual report (the field of traditional documentary), but to offer an
in-depth, personal, and thought-provoking reflection. At the level of rhetorical
structures, in order to convey such reflection, the cinematic essayist creates an
enunciator who is very close to the real, extra-textual author; the distance
between the two is slight, as the enunciator quite declaredly represents the
author’s views, and is his/her spokesperson (even when hiding behind a differ-
ent or even multiple names or personas). The essay’s enunciator may remain a
voice-over or also physically appear in the text, and usually does not conceal
that he/she is the film’s director. The narrator of the essay film voices personal
opinions that can be related directly to the extra-textual author.

One could argue that fiction cinema and documentaries may also pres-
ent strong or overt enunciators, who speak through a narrator (who can be
either internal or external to the narration). In the essay film, however, this
choice is structural rather than occasional (as is instead usually the case of fic-
tion cinema); and is personal and individual, rather than social and collective
(as often happens in traditional documentaries). Furthermore, the enunciator
addresses the spectator directly, and attempts to establish a dialogue. The “I”
of the essay film always clearly and strongly implicates a “you”—and this is a
key aspect of the deep structures of the form. “You” is called upon to partici-
pate and share the enunciator’s reflections. It is important to understand that
this “you” is not a generic audience, but an embodied spectator. The essay
film constructs such spectatorial position by adopting a certain rhetorical
structure: rather than answering all the questions that it raises, and delivering
a complete, “closed” argument, the essay’s rhetoric is such that it opens up
problems, and interrogates the spectator; instead of guiding her through
emotional and intellectual response, the essay urges her to engage individu-
ally with the film, and reflect on the same subject matter the author is musing
about. This structure accounts for the “openness” of the essay film.

Writing about the CD-ROM Zmmemory by Chris Marker (FR, 1998), Ray-
mond Bellour touched on the question of the essay film, and rightly pointed to
the importance of the presence of the spectator and the structure of dialogue:

Still one thing is sure: the subjectivity expressed here with such force and such
ease does not only stem from the power to say “I,” of which Marker makes
immoderate use. It springs from a more general capacity: the viewer is always
taken as a third party to what he sees, through what he hears. Marker’s formula
is exchange, in the elective modes of conversation and correspondence. But since
he does not believe in the communication under which our epoch agonizes, he
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knows that the only real exchange resides in the address, the way the person who
speaks to us situates himself in what he says, with respect to what he shows.®

Bellour’s brief but persuasive reflection attracts our attention to two impor-
tant aspects of the essay’s textual structures: the person who speaks must situ-
ate herself in what she says, must display her own subjectivity, and must
address the person who watches, who is hence invited to enter into a dia-
logue. Of course, this dialogue is achieved textually—in the negotiation of the
embodied spectator with the text. The spectatorial position is not that of a
generic audience; it is not in the plural but in the singular—it is the position of
a real spectator, who is directly and personally addressed and summoned.
For instance, as Bellour again notices, by varying the mode of address (as well
as by giving the right to speak, the right to the image, to an extraordinary
mass of people), Chris Marker is able to speak to the single spectator:

In this way the different persons of the verb can circulate even more fluidly
through Jmmemory and through all his texts, as well as the commentaries and
voices of his films: I, you, he, she, one, we, they, returning finally to “I.” This flu-
idity implies knowing how to address oneself in order to move toward others,
and knowing how to touch the other of each one who becomes involved. Beyond
humanism, it is a gift of alterity, guaranteed perhaps by an ethos of reserve.”

Bellour’s comments have been prompted by a CD-ROM-a text normally
thought to produce a different, more active type of viewing experience than
that of a film; however, the author extends them to Marker’s entire cinematic
work. This move is, in my opinion, fully acceptable, not only because the inter-
activity of a CD-ROM is, ultimately, always limited to the possibilities offered
and prearranged by its author, but also because Marker in his films attempts to
approximate precisely the same type of more direct and involved spectatorial
experience achieved by the CD-ROM. And this is true of all essayistic cinema.

The structure of the essay film (as well as of the literary essay), in other
words, is that of a constant interpellation; each spectator, as an individual and
not as a member of an anonymous, collective audience, is called upon to
engage in a dialogical relationship with the enunciator, to become active, intel-
lectually and emotionally, and interact with the text. The spectatorial position
is in the singular, because the genuine essay film asks questions and does not
offer clear-cut answers; as suggested in an already quoted passage by Mon-
taigne, he wrote not in order to “pretend to discover things, but to lay open my
self.””! The essayist allows the answers to emerge somewhere else, precisely in
the position occupied by the embodied spectator. The meaning of the film is
constructed via this dialogue, in which the spectator has an important part to
play; meanings are presented by the speaking subject as a subjective, personal
meditation, rather than as objective truth. It is this subjective move, this speak-
ing in the first person that mobilizes the subjectivity of the spectator. As Christa
Bliimlinger puts it, the representation of social reality becomes an expression of
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the subjectivity through which it is mediated: self-reflexivity is the condition
through which the essayist develops his considerations on the world.”? The
author’s personal reflection asks to be either shared or rejected by the viewer.
Humanism is, indeed, implicit in the essay structure—the assumption of a cer-
tain unity of the human experience, which allows two subjects to meet and
communicate on the basis of this shared experience. The two subject positions,
the “I” and the “you,” determine and shape one another.

This structure is likely to generate a more personal spectatorial experi-
ence than that of a fiction film, which—even when it is the personal/
autobiographical product of a strong auteur—rarely addresses the spectator
directly, and as an individual; or of a traditional documentary, in which the
public may not be addressed overtly, or else may be addressed as the wide
audience constructed by the position of generalized authority taken up by the
enunciator. Or even of the spectator of a diary or travelogue film, who might
have the impression of being let into the private monologue of the enunciator
with himself/herself. Vaughan claimed that “What makes a ‘documentary’ is
the way we look at it”;” likewise, it is the spectatorial experience that makes
an essay film.

Some of the critical contributions explored above maintain that voice is
all-important in the essay film, and that only films with extensive voice-over
are essays; some suggest that this element is not absolutely necessary. The
fact is that, while in the literary essay the voice of the author is the obvious,
required element of the form, the cinema is able to express authorial subjec-
tivity at different levels. As Arthur rightly argues,

Since film operates simultaneously on multiple discursive levels—image,
speech, titles, music—the literary essay’s single, determining voice is dispersed
into cinema’s multi-channel stew. The manifestation or location of a film
author’s “voice” can shift from moment to moment or surface expressively via
montage, camera movement and so on.”

This complicates matters, but does not take away from the injunction that the
essay film is the expression of a single, situated authorial “voice” that enters into
a dialogue with the spectator. If this dialogue can be achieved via purely visual
means, in other words if the enunciator is able to convey an argument and
enter into a dialogue with the spectator through images unaccompanied by
commentary, we can call that an essay film. However, the spectator might not
easily experience that film as an essay, in the same way in which she might
enter into a dialogue with a film that uses both visual and verbal language.

The Inscription of Subjectivity in the Essay Film: Voice-over,
Interpellation and the Question of Authority

Central to the essay film, the authorial presence can be achieved at different
levels, and through various techniques; for instance, to follow Bill Nichols’s
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categorization of the documentary, the enunciator is most evident in the
“expository” mode, in which we find a “voice-of-God” commentary directed
toward the viewer. Here,

The authoring presence of the filmmaker is represented by the commentary
and sometimes the (usually unseen) voice of authority will be that of the film-
maker him- or herself [. . .| In other cases such as the evening news, a delegate,
the anchorperson, will represent a broader, institutional source of authority.”

The enunciator is also evident, although in different ways, in Nichols’s “inter-
active” documentary mode, in which the filmmaker’s presence in the film is
apparent and synchronous to the filming, rather than superimposed in post-
production. However, this mode frequently employs interviews in which
only the interviewee is seen; in these cases, “the filmmaker is neither seen nor
heard, allowing the witnesses ‘to speak for themselves.”””® At times, “Interti-
tles may provide the other half of the ‘dialogue’ rather than a voice-off [. . ]
Although this tactic places the filmmaker ‘on screen,’ in the two-dimensional
space of the graphic intertitles, a sense of absence remains.””’

The presence—absence of the enunciator is a key point of the essay film.
The inscription of the authorial figure can be very direct, for instance by
making the filmmaker’s body visible and his/her voice audible. Other times,
it can be more indirect, for example through the use of a narrator/
spokesperson, or of intertitles, or of musical commentary, camera move-
ments, etc. However, one of the key elements of the essay film is the direct
address of the receiver, and voice-over is the most simple and successful way
of actualizing such address.

It is necessary here to recall that the pervasive presence of a voice-over, a
frequent and characterizing marker of the essay film, has often been accused
within documentary theory of producing an authoritarian discourse and
superimposing a reading on the pure truthfulness of images. Stella Bruzzi,
commenting on the bad reception that voice-over received in studies on the
documentary, persuasively argues: “The negative portrayal of voice-over is
largely the result of the development of a theoretical orthodoxy that con-
demns it for being inevitably and inherently didactic.””® In other words, “We
have been ‘taught’ to believe in the image of reality and similarly ‘taught’ how
to interpret the narrational voice as distorted and superimposed onto it.”” In
particular, Bruzzi argues that Bill Nichols in his categorization adopts a nega-
tive definition (the “expository mode”) for documentaries with prevailing
voice-over, and chronologically and qualitatively describes this mode as the
oldest and most primitive. Within this category, as Bruzzi notices, Nichols
includes documentaries with formal, open, and poetic types of exposition,
hence very diverse films that are only held together by their adoption of the
formal element of voice-over. Bruzzi is persuasive when she reminds us that
voice in documentary practice is often and simply “an economic device able
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to efficiently relay information” rather than for “telling people what to
think,”® and that voice can also be used as an ironic or a polemical tool.

The use of voice in an essay film can be all these things—it can be contra-
puntal or ironic or polemical, as well as a means to convey information. It is
also, fore and foremost, a privileged tool for the author’s articulation of
his/her thought (in conjunction or in contrast with sound and image), and
hence a prime location of the author’s subjectivity; as well as the main chan-
nel of the enunciator’s address to the spectator. However, owing to its over-
whelmingly negative reception in documentary studies, the use of voice-over
is an often-questioned technique. Furthermore, such a blatant expression of
authorial subjectivity obviously raises a whole series of issues, which can be
only briefly touched upon here, and that go under the umbrella of the post-
structuralist critique of concepts of authorship. These factors potentially cast
a shadow of authoritarianism on the essay film. And yet, the opposite can be
claimed; as Lopate reminds us, “Adorno, in “The Essay as Form,” saw pre-
cisely the anti-systematic, subjective, nonmethodic method of the essay as its
radical promise, and he called for modern philosophy to adopt its form, at a
time when authoritative systems of thought had become suspect.”® The true
essay film confounds issues of authority; and it is precisely because of its lib-
eral stance that it is particularly relevant today, when the radical problemati-
zation of the existence of objective, permanent, fixed viewpoints on the
world has produced the decline of grand narratives and of the social persua-
siveness of myths of objectivity and authority. Unsurprisingly, for Lyotard
“the essay [. . .] is postmodern, while the fragment [. . .| is modern.”® It is a
“genre of absence,”® in which “there is no truth, just truth-making.”*

The Place of the Essay Film

It is important to state one more time that heresy and openness are among
the essay film’s key markers. Its positioning at the crossroads of “documen-
tary, avant-garde, and art film impulses”’ suggests that we must resist the
temptation of overtheorizing the form or, worse, crystallizing it into a genre.
It being informal, skeptical, diverse, disjunctive, paradoxical, contradictory,
heretical, open, free, and formless, the essay truly is the postmodern “matrix
of all generic possibilities.”® The essay is a field of experimentation and idio-
syncrasy, to the extent that we can accept Edgar Morin’s comprehensive out-
look: “Talking of essay film, I would rather refer to the attitude of he who
attempts (essai—essay, but also attempt) to debate a problem by using all the
means that the cinema affords, all the registers and all the expedients.””

We should, therefore, think of the essay as a mode, which is defined by
the above-discussed textual commitments and rhetorical strategies; and
explore the ways in which this mode is appropriated, stretched, and rein-
vented by filmmakers and videomakers. Experimentation and idiosyncrasy
are intrinsic to a form that is always and necessarily unique and original. The
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first episode of Alexander Sokurov’s Dukhovnye golosa/Spiritual Voices (RU,
1995), for instance, is an essay that uses a fixed, single shot lasting approxi-
mately forty minutes and extensive voice-over from the director himself, who
muses about European composers. Chris Marker’s Level Five (FR, 1996),
instead, mixes documentary subject matter and fictional characters; its enun-
ciator embodies principally in a female narrator, who ultimately proves to be
a computer image, an avatar. Almost completely devoid of voice-over, Jean-
Luc Godard’s Notre musique/Our Music(FR, 2004) combines documentary and
fiction, re-enactments of real events, imaginary figures and social actors; the
enunciator is in the text as Jean-Luc Godard the director, but also uses vari-
ous narrators and also visual means to formulate his line of reasoning. The
first film has been bracketed as a TV program and a documentary; the sec-
ond alternatively as a documentary, a fiction, or an essay; the third as a fiction
(but its fictional status is extremely problematic). Each embraces the textual
commitments and rhetorical strategies of the essay film, but articulates them
in very different ways.

Identifying what essay is not might further enlighten the definition of
essay film. Take the case of Harun Farocki: whereas his Bilder der Welt und
Inschrifi des Krieges/Images of the World and the Inscription of War (W GER,
1989)88 is truly and thoroughly an essay film, other of his works, such as Ein
Bild/An Image (GER, 1983), Die Schulung/Indoctrination (GER, 1987), or Die
Bewerbungen/The Interview (GER, 1996) are far better described as authorial
documentaries. Images of the World and the Inscription of War presents a narra-
tor, a spokesperson of the enunciator, who expresses herself through exten-
sive voice-over; her speech is the vocal part of a thought-provoking reflection
articulated through words and images, sound and montage. Interpellation is
extensively used to involve the spectator in a dialogue with the film, which is
simultaneously reflective and subjective, open and experimental. The other
three films are nonfictions made for television—An Imageis the observation of
the preparations and shooting of a photograph for Playboy Germany, Indoctri-
nation is the examination of a weeklong seminar on rhetoric and communica-
tion for executives, and The Interview looks at seminars aimed at preparing
candidates for job interviews. None of the three films employs voice-over.

All three reveal the personal position of their author on a topic, a position
that can be inferred by a number of means through which the enunciator
intervenes on the documentary material. The films’ titles, for instance, and in
particular the first two, are telling: “an image” and “indoctrination” add the
depth of a commentary to the subject matter. The first attracts our attention to
the disproportion between the painstakingly detailed preparatory work and
its outcome of “one image”; hence, to the constructedness of any image, to
the hidden, elaborate process of creating a shot that must appear as natural as
possible. The second title adds a definite spin on what we see—it is an
appraisal that clarifies the position of the filmmaker, which is unambiguously
critical; it also suggests that the author sees this seminar (and we ought to see
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it too), as well as the corporate mentality it stands for, as frightening manipu-
lation, brainwashing, and propaganda. Other means are also employed by
the director to convey his position in these films, especially montage; it is
easy to argue, for instance, that in Indoctrination Farocki selected only those
moments of the seminar that were particularly telling and revealed the
manipulation of the participants into espousing the logic of corporate busi-
ness. As for An Image, the choice of focusing on the photographer and his
assistants rather than on the naked model (as well as of not showing the final
product of their efforts) conveys the ideological position of the filmmaker.
However, it is not easy to maintain that these films are essays. Against the
mythical aura of objectivity that has accompanied the documentary for
decades, it is important to acknowledge that, to use Bruzzi’s words, “all docu-
mentaries, because the product of individuals, will always display bias and be
in some manner didactic.”® All documentaries make an argument, even
those that attempt to make their argument look like the pure observation of
an unaltered reality—and yet, we do not call them all essays. An Image, Indoc-
trination, and The Interview are documentaries, presenting factual images in a
way that both informs us of certain realities and comments on them. They are
quite overtly authorial-the sophistication of the films, the control of image
and soundtrack, and the use of montage, all suggest a coherent, strong cine-
matic project and vision of the world. At times, the enunciator comes to the
fore by using a title, a cut, the juxtaposition of two shots; but we, the specta-
tors, do not necessarily feel summoned and engaged in a continuous dialogue
with a filmmaker/essayist.

Take now a very different and familiar example: the documentaries of
Michael Moore, which have frequently been labeled as essays.”’ It is obvious
that Moore’s films are the product of an overt first-person author. Think, as an
example, of Fahrenheit 9/11, which has a strong enunciator, unambiguously
identified with the film’s real author, who is by now a well-known public figure.
This enunciator is embodied in the film in various ways, and most evidently
through a narrator (Moore’s own clearly identifiable voice-over dominates the
film), but also via other means, including the use of irony (which is expressed,
for instance, by contrapuntal musical commentary, by the choice of humorous
archival images, and by the use of sequences from fiction cinema). Moore is in
the film simultaneously as enunciator, as narrator, and as character—and all
these figures directly identify with the extra-textual, real author. This seems to
agree with one of the main stipulations of the essay; Moore occupies the image
constantly, as voice, bodily presence, or commentary, hence we can easily
agree that he is a strong enunciator and that his film is very personal. However,
Moore does not present his subject matter as a subjective reflection on a prob-
lem but as an objective investigation of factual events. Indeed, his is work of
reportage, in the tradition of American “muckraking” investigative journalism,
which is “hard-hitting in tone, often well rooted in fact, and at times brutal in its
exposure of venality and corruption™!—a tradition in which frequently the
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The enunciator as investigative reporter: Michael Moore in Fahrenheit 9/11

journalist writes in the first person and becomes a personality. His voice-over
commentary is intended for a generic, broad audience; it is not a dialogue, in
which the single spectator is called upon to participate in the reflection and in
the construction of meaning in an idiosyncratic way that may well be different
from that of any other member of the audience. In Fahrenheit 9/11, spectators
are asked to follow the facts, to watch and listen, and progressively discover an
objective truth, to which the author holds the key. The film’s rhetorical struc-
ture is that of journalistic exposé, in which the reporter investigates a topic and
discovers scandal, corruption, or controversy and aims to convince the audi-
ence of their historicity/factuality. The ambiguity, which may induce critics to
talk of essay, lays in the fact that, precisely at the opposite of Montaigne’s essay-
ist, Moore “pretends to discover things” together with the spectator. The text,
however, is not open, but closed: at all times, the spectator is told clearly where
to be, what to feel, how to react, what to find out, what to believe. For instance,
contrapuntal music is used to induce us to laugh at George W. Bush’s intellec-
tual paucity; sentimental music is adopted to make us participate emotionally
in the despair of family of the victims of 9/11. If we want to consider first-person
journalistic reportage as essay, then Fahrenheit 9/17 is an essay; however, if we
think of an essay according to the lines explored above, it is not.

The essay film is an open field of experimentation, sited at the crossroads
of fiction, nonfiction, and experimental film. As Corrigan argued, however,
“despite overlappings, this genre of filmmaking needs to be distinguished
from a documentary tradition and an avant-garde/experimental one.”%?
Although sitting at a crossroads, the essay film occupies its own place.
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As part of the refereeing process, I was privileged to receive eloquent and
insightful comments from Paul Arthur, shortly before his untimely passing.
This article is dedicated to him.
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